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Abstract: This study examined whether depression mediates a relationship between academic
helplessness and life satisfaction and whether the mediating effect differs depending on participation
in leisure time physical activity (LTPA) from a sample of 2384 middle school students in South
Korea. Identifying these factors could help in developing intervention strategies for promoting life
satisfaction. Structural equation modeling analyses were employed to understand how various factors
influence adolescents’ life satisfaction. First, the effect of academic helplessness on life satisfaction
was mediated by depression. Second, the mediating effect of depression was moderated according
to participation in LTPA: the size of the negative mediating effect of depression on the relationship
between academic helplessness and life satisfaction was reduced in the LTPA group compared to
the non-LTPA group. The current findings suggest that encouraging engagement in physical activity
may be a crucial vehicle for affecting academic helplessness, depression, and life satisfaction among
early adolescents. Implications and future directions are discussed.

Keywords: leisure time physical activity; academic helplessness; learned helplessness; depression;
life satisfaction; adolescents

1. Introduction

The overall life satisfaction of adolescents continues to decline [1]. East Asian adoles-
cents, in particular, exhibited lower levels of life satisfaction than their North American and
European counterparts [2]. Previous studies suggested that academic pressure contributed
to adolescents’ low life satisfaction in East Asia [3,4]. Despite the economic expansion,
East Asian nations such as Korea, China, and Hong Kong continue to retain competitive
education systems [5]. These nations have a social atmosphere emphasizing academic work,
and graduating from prestigious universities is a prerequisite for good jobs, high wages,
and high social status [6,7]. Consequently, not only parents but also students themselves
have high academic expectations and study-related stress [8,9].

Academic stress among East Asian adolescents has reached a level that requires
professional treatment and support and has morphed into “learned helplessness” [10,11].
It falls well beyond the simple dimension of tension or anxiety. Learned helplessness is a
concept proposed in 1967 by Martin Seligman and Obermeyer in animal experiments. The
dogs of the experimental group learned that they could not stop receiving an electric shock
no matter what they tried. As a result, they did not try to escape when they were shocked,
but only whined. These subjects were considered to have acquired learned helplessness [12].
Learned helplessness is defined as a psychological phenomenon in which one continuously
faces a painful and uncontrollable situation and despairs instead of avoiding or overcoming
it, even though one can avoid or overcome it with one’s own ability [13].
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Over the past decade, research on the learned helplessness of Korean teenagers has
been widely documented [14,15]. In the past, most high school students were prone to
extreme academic stress. They attended private academies and institutes after their regular
school hours and on weekends to maintain their studies and rank among classmates [16,17].
Unfortunately, this “education fever” has now spread to middle school students. As
expected, these young adolescents have a very difficult time dealing with this increased
pressure and lack of leisure time at such a tender age [18–20]. Meanwhile, when Koreans
enter middle school, the number of their physical education classes decreases. The seventh
and eighth graders have three per week, and the ninth graders have two. This is due to an
increase in mandatory academic and elective classes [21]. Despite the decrease in physical
activity opportunities for middle school students, unfortunately, Korean parents do not
enroll these children in outside physical extra-curricular activities such as community
sports. At this age, their college admission is more valued [22].

Unsatisfied test results and test anxiety may lead to learned helplessness in a school
setting, according to research findings. Adolescents’ test anxiety was positively associated
with learned helplessness in school [23]. Early adolescents’ low subjective satisfaction with
academic achievement directly affected academic helplessness [24]. Elkadri [25] also found
that parents’ and teachers’ pressure regarding academic achievement was associated with
adolescents’ learned helplessness.

Accordingly, Korean scholar Bak and his colleagues developed an academic helpless-
ness scale based on Martin Seligman’s theory of learned helplessness [26]. While Seligman’s
learned helplessness is a question about the overall characteristics of human psychology,
academic helplessness is limited to academic situations (e.g., exams, classes, etc.). There-
fore, in order to specifically demonstrate the characteristics of helplessness in academic
situations, separate verification is necessary because the measurement range is different
for learned helplessness as opposed to academic helplessness. Specifically, it is needed
to identify the relationships between academic helplessness, depression, and life satis-
faction. Depression is a common symptom of learned helplessness [27] and is a strong
representative factor that lowers adolescents’ life satisfaction [28]. Therefore, it is reasonable
to assume that depression may play a mediating role between learned helpless and life
satisfaction. Previous research has examined associations between learned helplessness
and life satisfaction [29], between learned helplessness and depression [27], and between
depression and life satisfaction [28], respectively; however, these three factors have not
been examined jointly in previous research.

To treat learned helplessness, it is vital to eliminate the habit of negative thinking and to
enhance the learned helplessness defense mechanisms. For instance, cognitive-behavioral
therapy [30] and emotional support from parents or instructors are beneficial [31]. Also, it
has been said that reaching small, attainable goals is a good way to boost protective factors
like self-efficacy [32]. Specifically, physical exercise is widely recognized as an essential
way to strengthen protective qualities such as self-efficacy [33]. In addition, recent research
indicated that during the COVID-19 pandemic, those who participated in leisure-time
physical exercises had considerably lower levels of learned helplessness than those who
did not [34]. These findings imply that physical exercise may prevent or moderate the
development of learned helplessness.

Therefore, based on previous studies, we hypothesized: (1) depression mediates
the relationship between academic helplessness and life satisfaction; (2) participation in
LTPA moderates the mediation effect of depression between academic helplessness and
life satisfaction.

1.1. Depression as a Mediator in the Academic Helplessness–Life Satisfaction Relationship

Academic helplessness is a concept of learned helplessness in academic situations
based on the learned helplessness theory presented by Seligman in 1976 [35]. Academic
helplessness occurs after students repeatedly experience stressful situations. When students
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regularly perform poorly on exams even after studying hard, they start to believe that they
are incapable of success, so they give up trying [26].

Unlike elementary school students, East Asian middle school students experience
higher academic stress due to the region’s scholastic ranking system; absolute grading is
no longer used [36,37]. In addition to an increase in the amount of studying and academic
evaluation changes, high parental academic pressure has also been found to be a strong
influencer on academic helplessness among Asian middle school students [37,38].

A typical symptom of learned helplessness is depression [27]. As a result of academic
helplessness, students may experience a feeling of out of control and depression [39]. In
other words, learned helplessness is closely related to low self-esteem [40], and low self-
esteem predicts depression [41]. Therefore, learned helplessness should be identified early.

Depression increased due to academic helplessness may also affect adolescents’ life
satisfaction [42]. Depression is well-known to negatively affect adolescents’ life satisfac-
tion [28]. Previous studies have reported that academic helplessness and life satisfaction
have a negative correlation [43,44]. While previous studies have examined associations
between academic helplessness, depression, and life satisfaction separately, collaborative
relationships between academic helplessness, depression, and life satisfaction have not
been researched. Therefore, we hypothesized that depression would mediate relationships
between academic helplessness and life satisfaction.

1.2. LTPA as a Moderator in the Academic Helplessness, Depression and Life
Satisfaction Relationship

Previous studies suggested that LTPA participation can affect learned helplessness
(reference). Buffart et al. [45] concluded that exercise participation increases the subject’s
mastery of the activity and alleviates learned helplessness through self-efficacy. Mastery is
having control over the forces that affect one’s life, and improving mastery through exercise
can help improve cognitive distortions caused by repeated failure experiences [45,46].

Physical activities in adolescents help prevent and reduce the incidence of depressive
symptoms [47]. Hrafnkelsdottir et al. (2018) reported that more frequent vigorous physical
activities in adolescents lowed the risk of depressive symptoms, low self-esteem, and
life dissatisfaction [48]. McMahon et al. (2017) also showed that more frequent physical
activities and participation in leisure sports led to a lower level of depressive symptoms
and greater well-being in adolescents [49].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The purpose of this study was two-fold. First, the structural relationship between
adolescents’ academic helplessness, depression, and life satisfaction was analyzed using
the Korea Children and Youth Panel Survey 2018 (KCYPS 2018). Second, the differential
effects of LTPA participation in this structural relationship were also analyzed.

To obtain a representative sample, KCYPS 2018 applied a stratified sampling method.
Face-to-face surveys using tablet PCs were conducted. The data consisted of seventh-grade
middle schoolers (13-year-olds). In total, 2384 data points were analyzed. Initially, there
were 2590 surveys, but 206 were incomplete and were thus excluded. The demographic
characteristics of participants classified by gender are shown in Table 1, since there is no
meaningful difference in the mean of the three variables (academic helplessness, depression,
and life satisfaction) by gender.

2.2. Measures
2.2.1. Academic Helplessness

Academic Helplessness Scale by Bak et al. [26] was used. This scale was developed
based on Seligman’s Learned Helplessness theory and related studies [12,50]. This partic-
ular scale, unlike general learned helplessness scales that are used to measure adults in
general situations [50], focuses on students’ learned helplessness in academic situations [26].
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Academic helplessness occurs after a student repeatedly experiences a stressful situation.
When students regularly perform poorly on exams even after studying hard, they start
to believe that they are incapable of success, so they give up trying. This scale consists
of 16 items under four sub-factors including lack of locus of control, lack of academic
motivation, lack of positive affect, and lack of active engagement. Lack of locus of control
means that it is difficult to believe that one’s attitude and effort can achieve positive results.
Lack of academic motivation means that the motivation to control the process and results
related to academic achievement in a positive direction is low. Lack of positive affect means
that as a result of academic helplessness, students experience emotions such as loss of
pleasure and depression. Lack of active engagement means that dependent and passive be-
haviors appear in academic situations [26]. The scale is a 4-point Likert scale ranging from
1 = not true at all to 4 = very true. Higher scores indicated a higher likelihood of academic
helplessness. Sample questions from the academic helplessness scale include, “No matter
how hard I try, my grades will not improve”, ”I have no motivation to study”, “I am losing
interested in studies”, “I don’t concentrate on studying even during an exam period”.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants.

Variables
Male (n = 1278) Female (n = 1106)

n % n %

Age (years)
12 6 0.5 3 0.3
13 1259 98.5 1086 98.2
14 13 1.0 17 1.5

Subjective
health

very unhealthy 10 0.8 10 0.8
unhealthy 100 7.8 91 8.2

healthy 667 52.2 636 57.5
very healthy 501 39.2 369 33.5

Leisure Time
Physical
Activity
(LTPA)

none 320 25.0 572 51.7
1 h 341 26.7 280 25.3
2 h 246 19.2 136 12.3
3 h 120 9.4 63 5.7

4 h and more 251 19.6 55 5.0

Variables Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Academic helplessness 1.966 (0.507) 1.954 (0.519)
Depression 1.733 (0.580) 1.857 (0.624)

Life satisfaction 2.652 (0.556) 2.598 (0.538)

2.2.2. Depression

Kim, Kim, and Won’s (1984) Depression Scale was used [51]. This scale has ten items in
the Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (SCL-90-R), developed by Derogatis (1977) [52]. Sample
questions from the academic helplessness scale include, “I have a lot of worries”, “I often
blame myself when things go wrong”, “I feel lonely”. The scale is a 4-point Likert type
scale ranging from 1 = not true at all to 4 = very true. Higher scores indicated a higher
likelihood of depression.

2.2.3. Leisure Time Physical Activity

Leisure Time Physical Activity (LTPA) was measured using a questionnaire asking
about one’s duration of exercise that produced sweat during the previous week. Students
answered on a 5-point Likert scale for this item (0 = not at all to 4 = 4 h or more). This
questionnaire has been proven valid by its frequent use in the literature, such as the National
Medical Checkup Questionnaire [53], the International Physical Activity Questionnaire [54],
and the Student Physical Activity Measurement Sheet [55].

2.2.4. Life Satisfaction

Life Satisfaction was measured with a Korean version of the Satisfaction with Life
Satisfaction (SWLS) developed by Diener et al. [56]. It contained five items, including, “In
general, my life is close to my ideal”, “The circumstances of my life are very good”, and “I
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am satisfied with my life”. Measurements were made on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 4 = strongly agree).

2.3. Analysis

A confirmation factor analysis (CFA) was performed to verify the relationship between
the observed variables and the basic structure in the measurement model. To be specific, a
two-step approach by Anderson and Gerbing (1988) was applied [57]. We first evaluated a
measurement model through CFA and then evaluated a research model through a structural
equation model (SEM). In this process, academic helplessness was combined into four
parceled variables based on the user guide of KCYPS 2018. To evaluate measurement and
structural models, we used multiple indexes, such as chi-square, the Steiger-Lind Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), and the
comparative fit index (CFI). Composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted
(AVE) were calculated for the components of each measurement scale to verify convergent
validity, discriminant validity, and reliability. Lastly, structural equation modeling was
carried out to test the proposed two hypotheses.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Our measurement model was evaluated by CFA using AMOS 24.0. The results re-
vealed a suitable fit to the data (χ2 = 1455.362, df = 149, p = 0.000, TLI = 0.925, CFI = 0.941,
RMSEA = 0.058), as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Confirmatory factor analysis for measurement model.

λ AVE CR

Academic helplessness 0.569 0.839
Lack of locus of control. 0.607

Lack of academic motivation. 0.799
Lack of positive affect. 0.818

Lack of active engagement. 0.775

Depression 0.526 0.917
I feel down. 0.689

I feel unfortunate or sad, and depressed. 0.791
I have a lot of worries. 0.630
I feel like I want to die. 0.690

I cry often. 0.661
I often blame myself when things go wrong. 0.709

I feel lonely. 0.762

I lack interest in everything. 0.747
I don’t think I have a bright future. 0.751

I find everything difficult. 0.801

Life satisfaction 0.494 0.828
In general, my life is close to my ideal. 0.670

The circumstances of my life are very good. 0.780
I am satisfied with my life. 0.788

I’ve accomplished something important to me. 0.665
If I could live my life again, I wouldn’t change a thing. 0.590

Chi-square = 1455.362, df = 149, p = 0.000, TLI = 0.925, CFI = 0.941, RMSEA = 0.058.

Basically, convergent validity was evaluated by the criteria recommended by Fornell
and Larcker [58]. The CRs and AVEs for each latent variable should exceed the thresholds
of 0.7 and 0.5, respectively. The result of our study showed that the CRs ranged from 0.839
to 0.828, and AVEs ranged from 0.494 to 0.569. It means that the AVE of life satisfaction had
a lower value than the criteria. However, the value of 0.4 is acceptable because if the AVE
value is less than 0.5 but the composite reliability is higher than 0.6, the convergent validity
of the construct is acceptable [58]. In the case of discriminant validity, it is acceptable if
the square root of AVE for each latent variable exceeds all correlation coefficients among
the latent variables. As shown in Table 3, the minimum value of the square root of AVEs
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was 0.702. Discriminant validity was also achieved because this value was higher than the
maximum value of the correlation coefficient (r = 0.545).

Table 3. Correlation matrix for all measurement variables.

Academic Helplessness Depression Life Satisfaction

Academic helplessness (0.754)
Depression 0.545 *** (0.725)

Life satisfaction −0.351 *** −0.465 *** (0.702)
Note. Square root of AVEs is in parentheses. *** p < 0.001

3.2. Testing the Moderated Mediating Models

Based on a measurement model which proved validity and reliability, SEM was
conducted to test the hypothetical causal relationships among the three latent variables. The
result revealed that the structural model was acceptable (χ2 = 1455.362, df = 149, p = 0.000,
TLI = 0.925, CFI = 941, RMSEA = 0.058). The results of the research hypothesis are shown
in Table 4. According to Table 4, three paths among academic helplessness, depression,
and life satisfaction were significant. Specifically, academic helplessness had a positive
influence on depression (b = 0.834, p < 0.001), depression had a negative influence on life
satisfaction (b = −0.322, p < 0.001), and academic helplessness influenced life satisfaction
negatively (b = −0.176, p < 0.001).

Table 4. Hypotheses testing using bootstrapping method.

Path b SE t p

Variable relationships
Academic helplessness → depression 0.834 0.043 19.426 <0.001

Depression → life satisfaction −0.322 0.024 −13.35 <0.001
Academic helplessness → life satisfaction −0.176 0.035 −5.018 <0.001

Hypotheses 1. Mediation effects of depression
Academic helplessness → depression → life satisfaction −0.269 0.024 −11.033 <0.001

Hypotheses 2. Moderated mediation effects
Mediation effect of depression in non-LTPA group (a) −0.360 0.050 −7.125 <0.001

Mediation effect of depression in LTPA group (b) −0.227 0.020 −7.985 <0.001
Moderated mediation effects (a–b) −0.133 0.064 2.078 0.037

In order to statistically test Hypothesis 1, the mediation effect of depression between
academic helplessness and life satisfaction was performed using the bootstrapping method.
As a result, depression had a significant mediation effect between academic helplessness
and life satisfaction (b = −0.269, p < 0.001).

Also, as a result of analyzing whether these mediation effects differed depending on
participation in LTPA, the mediation effect of depression in the non-LTPA group (b = −0.360,
p < 0.001) was greater than the mediation effect of depression in the LTPA group (b = −0.227,
p < 0.001). Then, to statistically test Hypothesis 2, we used the ‘MyModMed’ package of
AMOS to test whether the mediation effect of each model had a significant difference (mod-
erated mediation effect). As a result, a significant difference was found. The mediation effect
of the LTPA group was less than that of the non-LTPA group. It means that LTPA participa-
tion of adolescents contributed to lowering the negative effect of academic helplessness.

4. Discussion

This study sought to identify whether depression mediates the relationship between
academic helplessness and life satisfaction of middle school students, and whether this
mediating effect is moderated by participation in LTPA.

First, it was shown that academic helplessness not only negatively impacted life
satisfaction directly but also negatively impacted life satisfaction via depression. In other
words, it may be said that middle school students’ academic helplessness had a detrimental
impact on their depression levels, which lowered their degree of life satisfaction. According
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to these results, academic helplessness may have a significant role in determining the level
of life satisfaction experienced by students through either direct or indirect pathways.

The findings of this research have implications for clinical practice. It is important
that the goal of reducing depressive symptoms be included in school-based intervention
programs designed for middle school students with academic helplessness. Previous
research on learned helplessness has shown that it is strongly associated with reactive
depression [59,60].

Unlike endogenous depression, reactive depression is a temporary symptom of de-
pression due to a relatively specific stress event [61,62]. Therefore, middle school students
can improve depressive symptoms by improving their sense of accomplishment or self-
efficacy. Encouraging participation in their favorite extracurricular and school activities or
participation in physical activities with parents, family, and peers might assist [63].

Second, it was found that the mediating effect of depression on the relationship be-
tween middle school students’ academic helplessness and life satisfaction differed accord-
ing to the presence or absence of participation in LTPA. The mediating effect of depression
on the link between academic helplessness and life satisfaction was less in the group that
did physical activities in their free time than in the group that did not. These findings
are consistent with previous studies [64,65] that middle school students’ participation in
physical activities is a key factor in depression. In addition, Bélair et al. (2018) reported that
inactive adolescents were more likely to be depressed and anxious as opposed to physically
active adolescents [66]. The results of this study also concluded that, like previous studies,
middle school students participating in physical activities were less stressed [67] and had
higher life satisfaction [68].

Based on prior research, it is reasonable to speculate how LTPA influences academic
helplessness. Participation in LTPA is a crucial means of experiencing positive emotions
among adolescents [69]. According to Fredrickson’s broaden and build theory of positive
emotions, the experience of positive emotions contributes not only to feeling good but also
to reducing negative thinking (e.g., I won’t be able to do well) by promoting positive auto-
matic thinking [70]. Positive emotions, according to Fredrickson, help reduce depression
and increase life satisfaction by expanding the momentary thought-action repertoire [71].

In addition, LTPA improves self-efficacy which is a protective factor for learned
helplessness and depression [72]. Prior literature reported that people who experienced
learned helplessness could overcome this by trying to achieve small goals frequently in
lieu of feeling overwhelmed by larger or occasional ones [73]. Additionally, the support of
significant others in their every life of their accomplishment is vital. Therefore, we present
that small goals and tasks offered throughout physical activity can help build mastery
and self-control, reduce academic helplessness, and increase East Asian adolescents’ life
satisfaction [45,74]. For example, instead of a student’s initial tennis lessons’ goals being to
collect points successfully, the student must first learn how much force to apply to one’s
swing to hit the ball over the net without going out of bounds. Once this is mastered, the
student can progress to more advanced skills and strokes, eventually winning a match.

5. Conclusions

One of the primary implications of this study is that LTPA can be a major resolution to
alleviate adolescents’ depression due to high academic helplessness and can increase life
satisfaction. Therefore, it is necessary to increase LTPA participation among adolescents
who experience academic helplessness. However, considering Trout and Graber’s (2009)
research that showed difficult tasks in physical activities and physical education class
situations, mastery-oriented tasks should be provided as an opportunity to achieve small
goals [75].

Second, teenagers in East Asian countries often start private education to prepare for
college entrance exams in earnest after graduating from elementary school [5]. Therefore,
due to this extreme pressure, parents cannot simply be suggested to enroll their children in
physical activities. In this regard, policy alternatives such as expanding physical education
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classes in schools and restricting operating hours of private education on weekends should
be enacted.

There are a few limitations of this study. First, demographic and sociological factors
(such as parenting and teachers’ support) were not controlled. In future studies, such
variables need to be considered. Second, the level of LTPA engagement was measured by
a single scale (the duration of participating in LTPA). The scale needs to be specified into
sub-types, such as the types of physical activity participation (competitive activities or non-
competitive cooperative activities) in future studies. Despite such limitations, this study is
meaningful in that it suggested specific treatments for East Asian adolescents, considering
this population’s relatively low level of life satisfaction. In addition, using national-level
data, the empirical basis for participation in physical activities was presented as a means of
preventing and treating academic helplessness, depression, and low life satisfaction.

In conclusion, depression mediates the relationship between academic helplessness
and life satisfaction among adolescents. Clinical assessment and treatment should include
goals to reduce depressive symptoms in middle school students with academic helplessness.
Furthermore, participation in LTPA moderates the mediation effect of depression between
academic helplessness and life satisfaction. Encouraging engagement in physical activities
may be a crucial vehicle for adolescents with academic helplessness.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.K. and K.S.; Methodology, S.P.; Validation, S.P.; Formal
analysis, S.P.; Data curation, S.P.; Writing—original draft preparation, M.K. and K.S.; Writing—review
and editing, M.K. and K.S.; Supervision, M.K. and K.S.; All authors have read and agreed to the
published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of
Seoul National University of Science & Technology (IRB approval no. 2022-0013). This study used data
collected on Seventh graders by KCYPS. To access this data, go to https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps/
program/examinDataCode?menuId=MENU00226&firstCategory=1&secondCategory=3&schType=
0&schText= (accessed on 5 December 2022).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants
included in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Data is available upon request at https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/
mps (accessed on 22 October 2022).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. OECD. PISA 2018 Results (Volume III): Students’ Well-Being; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2019.
2. Marquez, J.; Long, E. A global decline in adolescents’ subjective well-being: A comparative study exploring patterns of change in

the life satisfaction of 15-year-old students in 46 countries. Child Indic. Res. 2021, 14, 1251–1292. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
3. Yoo, C.; Kahng, S.K.; Kim, H. The trajectory of life satisfaction and its associated factors among adolescents in South Korea. Asia

Pac. J. Soc. Work Dev. 2017, 27, 1–12. [CrossRef]
4. Rappleye, J.; Komatsu, H.; Uchida, Y.; Krys, K.; Markus, H. ‘Better policies for better lives’?: Constructive critique of the OECD’s

(mis) measure of student well-being. J. Educ. Policy. 2020, 35, 258–282. [CrossRef]
5. Ng, Y.K. The East-Asian happiness gap: Causes and implications. In Happiness—Concept, Measurement and Promotion; Springer:

Singapore, 2022; pp. 133–143.
6. Chen, Y.; Huang, R.; Lu, Y.; Zhang, K. Education fever in China: Children’s academic performance and parents’ life satisfaction.

J. Happiness Stud. 2021, 22, 927–954. [CrossRef]
7. Kim, J.; Bang, H. Education fever: Korean parents’ aspirations for their children’s schooling and future career. Pedagog. Cult. Soc.

2017, 25, 207–224. [CrossRef]
8. Ma, Y.; Siu, A.; Tse, W.S. The role of high parental expectations in adolescents’ academic performance and depression in Hong

Kong. J. Fam. Issues 2018, 39, 2505–2522. [CrossRef]
9. Shin, D.J.; Lee, H.J.; Ha, J.E.; Park, J.H.; Son, E.; Bong, M. Why aren’t Korean students happy?: Tracing back to the sources of their

academic distress 1. In Asian Education Miracles; Routledge: London, UK, 2018; pp. 124–138.
10. Chao, T.Y.; Sung, Y.T. An investigation of the reasons for test anxiety, time spent studying, and achievement among adolescents in

Taiwan. Asia Pac. J. Educ. 2019, 39, 469–484. [CrossRef]

https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps/program/examinDataCode?menuId=MENU00226&firstCategory=1&secondCategory=3&schType=0&schText=
https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps/program/examinDataCode?menuId=MENU00226&firstCategory=1&secondCategory=3&schType=0&schText=
https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps/program/examinDataCode?menuId=MENU00226&firstCategory=1&secondCategory=3&schType=0&schText=
https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps
https://www.nypi.re.kr/archive/mps
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-020-09788-8
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34539933
http://doi.org/10.1080/02185385.2016.1261732
http://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2019.1576923
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-020-00258-0
http://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2016.1252419
http://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X18755194
http://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2019.1671804


Healthcare 2023, 11, 298 9 of 11

11. Yi, H.S.; Na, W. How are maths-anxious students identified and what are the key predictors of maths anxiety? Insights gained
from PISA results for Korean adolescents. Asia Pac. J. Educ. 2020, 40, 247–262.

12. Seligman, M.E.; Maier, S. Failure to escape traumatic shock. J. Exp. Psychol. 1967, 74, 1–9. [CrossRef]
13. Nolen-Hoeksema, S.; Girgus, J.S.; Seligman, M.E. Learned helplessness in children: A longitudinal study of depression, achieve-

ment, and explanatory style. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 1986, 51, 435–442. [CrossRef]
14. No, U.; Song, J.; Woo, Y. Latent transition analysis of middle school students’ academic helplessness: Changes across grade levels.

Korea Educ. Rev. 2022, 28, 67–90. [CrossRef]
15. Woo, Y.; No, U. Latent profiles of middle school students’ learned helplessness: Testing the Effect of determinants and differences

in cognition, emotion, and behaviors. Korea Educ. Rev. 2021, 27, 281–304. [CrossRef]
16. Cheong, Y.; Yang, M. A study on the profile analysis of self-regulated learning with Korean high school students. Korean J. Sch.

Psychol. 2014, 11, 499–518.
17. Moon, E.; Bae, J. The structural relationships among history of academic achievement, social-motivational variables, and learned

helplessness: A comparison of boy and girl high school students. Korean J. Educ. Psychol. 2010, 24, 183–205.
18. Cho, H. Influence of guardian expectations on middle school students’ academic self-concept: Mediating effects of academic

engagement and learned helplessness. Korean Educ. Res. J. 2020, 41, 51–73.
19. Kim, J. Latent Profiles of Middle School Students’ Academic Helplessness: Predictor and Verification of Difference in Academic

and Emotional. Korean J. Youth Stud. 2022, 29, 25–50. [CrossRef]
20. Kim, J.; Han, H.; Pare, E.; Kang, M. The serial multiple mediating effects of social withdrawal and smartphone dependency

and the Influence of negative parenting attitude on adolescents’ academic helplessness. Fam. Environ. Res. 2021, 58, 601–611.
[CrossRef]

21. Kim, S.H.; Park, J.J. A case study on operation procedures and obstructive factors of physical activity programs in the free
semester in middle schools. J. Educ. Cult. 2019, 25, 575–594.

22. Lee, S.E.; Hong, W.P. Curriculum flexibility in Korean middle school: Current situations and future tasks. J. Curric. Stud. 2020, 38,
5–32. [CrossRef]

23. Raufelder, D.; Regner, N.; Wood, M.A. Test anxiety and learned helplessness is moderated by student perceptions of teacher
motivational support. Educ. Psychol. 2018, 38, 54–74. [CrossRef]

24. Kwon, E. The mediating effect of grit between academic achievement satisfaction and academic helplessness of middle school
students. J. Digit. Converg. 2021, 19, 247–252.

25. Elkadri, H. Learned Helplessness, an Exploratory Study in Underachieving Adolescents. Ph.D. Thesis, The British University in
Dubai, Academic City, Dubai, 2016.

26. Bak, B.G.; Roh, S.U.; Kim, J.A.; Hwang, J.S. Development and validation of the academic helplessness scale. Korean J. Child Educ.
2015, 24, 5–29. [CrossRef]

27. Valås, H. Learned helplessness and psychological adjustment: Effects of age, gender and academic achievement. Scandinavian. J.
Educ. Res. Sci. 2001, 45, 71–90. [CrossRef]

28. Stankov, L. Depression and life satisfaction among European and Confucian adolescents. Psychol. Assess. 2013, 25, 1220–1234.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

29. Choi, H. The Effect of Smartphone Dependency on Life Satisfaction of Middle School Students: The Mediating Effect of Academic
Helplessness. J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2021, 12, 1725–1740.

30. Cemalcilar, Z.; Canbeyli, R.; Sunar, D. Learned helplessness, therapy, and personality traits: An experimental study. J. Soc. Psychol.
2003, 143, 65–81. [CrossRef]

31. Jose, P.E.; Bellamy, M.A. Relationships of parents’ theories of intelligence with children’s persistence/learned helplessness: A
cross-cultural comparison. J. Cross Cult. Psychol. 2012, 43, 999–1018. [CrossRef]

32. Trindade, I.A.; Mendes, A.L.; Ferreira, N.B. The moderating effect of psychological flexibility on the link between learned
helplessness and depression symptomatology: A preliminary study. J. Context. Behav. Sci. 2020, 15, 68–72. [CrossRef]

33. Clevinger, K.; Petrie, T.; Martin, S.; Greenleaf, C. The relationship of sport involvement and gender to physical fitness, self-efficacy,
and self-concept in middle school students. Phys. Educ. 2020, 77, 154–172. [CrossRef]

34. Bas, M.; Kucuk, K.; Kabak, S. A study on learned helplessness and life satisfaction of women who play sports and who don’t play
sports. Ambient. Sci. 2020, 7, 185–188. [CrossRef]

35. Maier, S.F.; Seligman, M.E. Learned helplessness: Theory and evidence. J. Exp. Psychol. Gen. 1976, 105, 3–46. [CrossRef]
36. You., S. Student Expectations and Perceptions of the Transition from Elementary to Middle School. J. Elem. Educ. 2007, 20,

355–374.
37. Li, W.; Li, Y. An Analysis on Social and Cultural Background of the Resistance for China’s Education Reform and Academic

Pressure. Int. Educ. Stud. 2010, 3, 211–215. [CrossRef]
38. Kim, Y.; Kwak, K.; Lee, S. Does optimism moderate parental achievement pressure and academic stress in Korean children? Curr.

Psychol. 2016, 35, 39–43. [CrossRef]
39. Ghasemi, F.; Karimi, M.N. Learned helplessness in public middle schools: The effects of an intervention program based on

motivational strategies. Middle Sch. J. 2021, 52, 23–32. [CrossRef]
40. Jiang, S.; Ren, Q.; Jiang, C.; Wang, L. Academic stress and depression of Chinese adolescents in junior high schools: Moderated

mediation model of school burnout and self-esteem. J. Affect. Disord. 2021, 295, 384–389. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1037/h0024514
http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.51.2.435
http://doi.org/10.29318/KER.28.1.3
http://doi.org/10.29318/KER.27.1.10
http://doi.org/10.21509/KJYS.2022.06.29.6.25
http://doi.org/10.6115/fer.2020.040
http://doi.org/10.15708/KSCS.38.1.1
http://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2017.1304532
http://doi.org/10.17643/KJCE.2015.24.4.01
http://doi.org/10.1080/00313830020042689
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0033794
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23914959
http://doi.org/10.1080/00224540309598431
http://doi.org/10.1177/0022022111421633
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcbs.2019.12.001
http://doi.org/10.18666/TPE-2020-V77-I1-9228
http://doi.org/10.21276/ambi.2020.07.sp1.oa24
http://doi.org/10.1037/0096-3445.105.1.3
http://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v3n3p211
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-015-9355-5
http://doi.org/10.1080/00940771.2021.1948297
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.08.085


Healthcare 2023, 11, 298 10 of 11

41. Orth, U.; Robins, R.W.; Roberts, B.W. Low self-esteem prospectively predicts depression in adolescence and young adulthood.
J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2008, 95, 695–708. [CrossRef]

42. Aziz, S.; Tariq, N. Depression, anxiety, and stress in relation to life satisfaction and academic performance of adolescents. Pak. J.
Physiol. 2019, 15, 52–55.

43. Ma, E.T.; Kim, C.K. A Structural Relationship Analysis of Grit, Cooperation, Academic helplessness and Satisfaction with Life by
Adolescents. J. Emot. Behav. Disord. 2021, 37, 61–79. [CrossRef]

44. Yoo, K. Structural Relationship Analysis between Positive and Negative Parenting Attitudes, Grit, and Academic Helplessness
Felt by First Graders of Middle School Students. J. Korea Contents Assoc. 2021, 21, 140–154.

45. Buffart, L.M.; Ros, W.J.G.; Chinapaw, M.J.M.; Brug, J.; Knol, D.L.; Korstjens, I.; May, A.M. Mediators of physical exercise for
improvement in cancer survivors’ quality of life. Psychooncology 2014, 23, 330–338. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

46. Martinek, T.J.; Hellison, D.R. Fostering resiliency in underserved youth through physical activity. Quest 1997, 49, 34–49. [CrossRef]
47. Brown, H.E.; Pearson, N.; Braithwaite, R.E.; Brown, W.J.; Biddle, S.J. Physical activity interventions and depression in children

and adolescents. Sports Med. 2013, 43, 195–206. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
48. Hrafnkelsdottir, S.M.; Brychta, R.J.; Rognvaldsdottir, V.; Gestsdottir, S.; Chen, K.Y.; Johannsson, E.; Arngrimsson, S.A. Less screen

time and more frequent vigorous physical activity is associated with lower risk of reporting negative mental health symptoms
among Icelandic adolescents. PLoS ONE 2018, 13, e0196286. [CrossRef]

49. McMahon, E.M.; Corcoran, P.; O’Regan, G.; Keeley, H.; Cannon, M.; Carli, V.; Wasserman, D. Physical activity in European
adolescents and associations with anxiety, depression and well-being. Eur. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 2017, 26, 111–122. [CrossRef]

50. Seligman, M.E. Helplessness. On depression, Development and Death; Freeman: San Francisco, CA, USA, 1975.
51. Kim, K.; Kim, J.H.; Won, H.T. Korean Manual of Symptom Checklist-90-Revision (SCL90-R), The Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI); Chung

Ang Aptitude Publishing: Seoul, Republic of Korea, 1989.
52. Derogatis, L.R. Symptoms checklist-90. Administration, scoring, and procedures manual for the revised version. Baltim. Psychom.

Res. 1977, 19, 1–15.
53. National Health Insurance Service. Inquiry of Health Examinations; National Health Insurance Service: Seoul, Republic of Korea, 2009.
54. Kim, B.S. Korean Version of International Physical Activity Questionnaire (IPAQ). Korean J. Fam. Med. 2006, 27, 348–357.
55. Hong, S.Y.; Yang, Y.J.; Park, H.K.; Kim, B.S. Validation of Korean Youth Physical Activity Questionnaire (KYPAQ). Korean J. Phys.

Edu. 2006, 45, 161–173.
56. Diener, E.D.; Emmons, R.A.; Larsen, R.J.; Griffin, S. The satisfaction with life scale. J. Pers. Assess. 1985, 49, 71–75. [CrossRef]
57. Anderson, J.C.; Gerbing, D.W. Structural equation modeling in practice: A review and recommended two-step approach. Psychol.

Bull. 1988, 103, 411. [CrossRef]
58. Fornell, C.; Larcker, D.F. Evaluating structural equation models with unobservable variables and measurement error. J. Mark. Res.

1981, 18, 39–50. [CrossRef]
59. Abramson, L.Y.; Seligman, M.E.; Teasdale, J.D. Learned helplessness in humans: Critique and reformulation. J. Abnorm. Psychol.

1978, 87, 49–74. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
60. Schroder, K.E.; Ollis, C.L. The coping competence questionnaire: A measure of resilience to helplessness and depression. Motiv.

Emot. 2013, 37, 286–302. [CrossRef]
61. Paykel, E.S. Basic concepts of depression. Dialogues Clin. Neurosci. 2008, 10, 279–289. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
62. Schloss, P.J. Classroom-based intervention for students exhibiting depressive reactions. Behav. Disord. 1983, 8, 231–236. [CrossRef]
63. Wainscott, M.C. The relationship of depression in middle school adolescents and their school extracurricular activities: A

perspective for family therapy. Ph.D. Thesis, Texas Woman’s University, Denton, TX, USA, 2005.
64. Kremer, P.; Elshaug, C.; Leslie, E.; Toumbourou, J.W.; Patton, G.C.; Williams, J. Physical activity, leisure-time screen use and

depression among children and young adolescents. J. Sci. Med. Sport 2014, 17, 183–187. [CrossRef]
65. Oberste, M.; Medele, M.; Javelle, F.; Lioba Wunram, H.; Walter, D.; Bloch, W.; Zimmer, P. Physical activity for the treatment of

adolescent depression: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Front. Physiol. 2020, 11, 185. [CrossRef]
66. Bélair, M.A.; Kohen, D.E.; Kingsbury, M.; Colman, I. Relationship between leisure time physical activity, sedentary behaviour and

symptoms of depression and anxiety: Evidence from a population-based sample of Canadian adolescents. BMJ Open 2018, 8, e021119.
[CrossRef]

67. Zullig, K.J.; White, R.J. Physical activity, life satisfaction, and self-rated health of middle school students. Appl. Res. Qual. Life
2011, 6, 277–289. [CrossRef]

68. Park, S. Associations of physical activity with sleep satisfaction, perceived stress, and problematic Internet use in Korean
adolescents. BMC Public Health 2014, 14, 1–6. [CrossRef]

69. Løvoll, H.S.; Bentzen, M.; Säfvenbom, R. Development of positive emotions in physical education: Person-centred approach for
understanding motivational stability and change. Scand. J. Educ. Res. 2020, 64, 999–1014. [CrossRef]

70. Fredrickson, B.L.; Branigan, C. Positive emotions broaden the scope of attention and thought-action repertoires. Cogn. Emot. 2005,
19, 313–332. [CrossRef]

71. Fredrickson, B.L.; Cohn, M.A.; Coffey, K.A.; Pek, J.; Finkel, S.M. Open hearts build lives: Positive emotions, induced through
loving-kindness meditation, build consequential personal resources. J. Personal. Soc. Psychol. 2008, 95, 1045–1062. [CrossRef]

72. Neissaar, I.; Raudsepp, L. Changes in physical activity, self-efficacy and depressive symptoms in adolescent girls. Pediatr. Exerc.
Sci. 2011, 23, 331–343. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.95.3.695
http://doi.org/10.33770/JEBD.37.4.3
http://doi.org/10.1002/pon.3428
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24123482
http://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.1997.10484222
http://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-012-0015-8
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23329611
http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0196286
http://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-016-0875-9
http://doi.org/10.1207/s15327752jpa4901_13
http://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.3.411
http://doi.org/10.1177/002224378101800104
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-843X.87.1.49
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/649856
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-012-9311-8
http://doi.org/10.31887/DCNS.2008.10.3/espaykel
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18979941
http://doi.org/10.1177/019874298300800410
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2013.03.012
http://doi.org/10.3389/fphys.2020.00185
http://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2017-021119
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11482-010-9129-z
http://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-1143
http://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2019.1639818
http://doi.org/10.1080/02699930441000238
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0013262
http://doi.org/10.1123/pes.23.3.331


Healthcare 2023, 11, 298 11 of 11

73. Filippello, P.; Buzzai, C.; Costa, S.; Orecchio, S.; Sorrenti, L. Teaching style and academic achievement: The mediating role of
learned helplessness and mastery orientation. Psychol. Sch. 2020, 57, 5–16. [CrossRef]

74. Greenwood, B.N.; Fleshner, M. Exercise, learned helplessness, and the stress-resistant brain. Neuromolecular Med. 2008, 10, 81–98.
[CrossRef]

75. Trout, J.; Graber, K.C. Perceptions of overweight students concerning their experiences in physical education. J. Teach. Phys. Educ.
2009, 28, 272–292. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

http://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22315
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12017-008-8029-y
http://doi.org/10.1123/jtpe.28.3.272

	Introduction 
	Depression as a Mediator in the Academic Helplessness–Life Satisfaction Relationship 
	LTPA as a Moderator in the Academic Helplessness, Depression and Life Satisfaction Relationship 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Measures 
	Academic Helplessness 
	Depression 
	Leisure Time Physical Activity 
	Life Satisfaction 

	Analysis 

	Results 
	Descriptive Statistics 
	Testing the Moderated Mediating Models 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

